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ABSTRACT 

 

       The Fort Worth  Fire Department has provided  sick leave in accordance with state 

civil service law since 1940. Chapter 143 of the State of Texas Local Government Code 

requires that municipalities  provide firefighters with fifteen days annually of sick leave 

to be used for a bona fide injury or illness. Unused sick leave is accruable through out an 

employee’s career and is available for use as described by state law. Upon retirement, an 

employee is entitled to be paid for up to ninety days of unused sick leave and all accrued 

sick leave in excess of ninety days is calculated as years of service for retirement 

purposes. Outside of the legally required sell back, there are no other incentive programs 

nor is there an  option to sell or convert sick leave hours in excess of ninety days  to cash. 

This had resulted in the department experiencing high usage of sick leave hours by 

employees immediately prior to retirement. Additionally there had been an increase in 

overall sick leave usage with an associated rise in overtime cost due to this usage. 

       The purpose of this study was to analyze the Fort Worth Fire Departments sick leave 

use history, compare it to the average usage of similar fire departments and to identify 

strategies to reduce sick leave usage within the Fort Worth Fire Department. The 

evaluative research method was employed to conduct this study. Research questions that 

were to be answered by this study were: 

 

1. What is the current sick leave use experience within the Fort Worth Fire 

Department? 

2. How does Fort Worth’s usage compare with similar departments? 
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3. What strategies are employed by other departments to reduce sick leave usage? 

4. What strategies could be employed to reduce sick leave usage within the Fort 

Worth Fire Department? 

 

       A literature review was conducted followed by a survey of 150 fire departments 

listed in the International Association of Fire Chiefs Metro Section. Results from the 

survey were tabulated and research was conducted to answer the stated research 

questions. Research indicated that Fort Worth’s sick leave experience is higher than the 

average of  fire departments of comparable size. It also identified strategies employed by 

other departments that may provide Fort Worth an opportunity to improve its sick leave 

usage. 

       Recommendations resulting from this research included exploring incentive 

programs that are mutually beneficial to the employee and the municipality, creating 

departmental policy that clearly defines responsibilities and ensures accountability of sick 

leave policies, and implementing a leave tracking system to facilitate accurate record 

keeping for monitoring sick leave usage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Few people would argue the fact that firefighting is one of the most hazardous 

occupations in this country. Along with the physical demands that are placed on 

firefighters, most are continuously confronted with a hostile work environment that is 

less than conducive to continuos good health. Occupational health and safety studies have 

indicated this for a number of years. Unfortunately many departments fail to recognize  

occupational health problems as being job related. In addition to  occupational illnesses, 

firefighters still suffer the full range of injuries and illnesses that afflict the general 

public.  

 

In light of the fact that firefighters are human, subject to human ailments and 

injuries, most departments provide sick leave to provide employees adequate paid 

recovery time without penalizing the employee. Sick leave policies vary from 

municipality to municipality but generally are designed to allow an injured or ill 

employee to recover without losing his or her job or his or her pay. Employees benefit by 

retaining their pay during their period of convalescence and the department benefits by 

retaining an employee in to which  the organization has invested a great deal of time and 

money. 

 

The Fort Worth  Fire Department, like many other departments, has provided  

sick leave in accordance with state civil service law since 1940. Chapter 143 of the State 

of Texas Local Government Code requires that municipalities  provide firefighters with 
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fifteen days annually of sick leave to be used for a bona fide injury or illness. Unused 

sick leave is accruable through out an employee’s career and is available for use as 

described by state law. Upon retirement, an employee is entitled to be paid for up to 

ninety days of unused sick leave. All accrued sick leave in excess of ninety days is 

calculated as years of service for retirement purposes according to city policy. Outside of 

the legally required sell back, for the City of Fort Worth there are no other incentive 

programs nor is there an  option to sell or convert sick leave hours in excess of ninety 

days  to cash. The problem that has resulted from this policy is that  a use it or lose it 

attitude has developed and the department is experiencing high usage of sick leave hours 

by employees immediately prior to retirement. Additionally, there has been an increase in 

overall sick leave usage with an associated rise in overtime cost directly related to this 

usage. 

       The purpose of this study is to analyze the Fort Worth Fire Departments sick leave 

use history, compare it to the average usage of similar fire departments and to identify 

strategies  that may reduce sick leave usage within the Fort Worth Fire Department. The 

evaluative research method is employed to conduct this study. The research questions to 

be answered by this study are: 

 

1. What is the current sick leave use experience within the Fort Worth Fire Department? 

2. How does Fort Worth’s usage compare with similar departments? 

3. What strategies are employed by other departments to reduce sick leave use? 

4. What strategies could be employed to reduce sick leave use within the Fort Worth 

Fire Department? 
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BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE  

 
The City of Fort Worth encompasses 296 square miles of north central Texas and 

is populated by 490,00 residents. Fire and emergency medical service for the city is 

provided by the Fort Worth Fire Department. Additionally the department is responsible 

for the city’s emergency management function, fire prevention and education programs, 

arson investigation, bomb disposal, hazardous material response, technical rescue, and 

emergency marine response.  The Fire Department is staffed with 715 uniformed 

personnel operating 37 fire stations.  

 

In 1940 the citizens of Fort Worth voted to place the Fort Worth Fire Department 

under the auspices  of  the state civil service law now known as Chapter 143 of the State 

of Texas Local Government Code. This law requires, among other things, that the city 

provide its uniformed firefighters with fifteen sick leave days annually to be used for a 

bonifide injury or illness. These days are to be used only for a bonified injury or illness 

and are subject to review by the Fire Chief. Sick leave days not utilized in the year earned 

are allowed to accrue from year to year and are available to be used in accordance with 

the sick leave policy established by the municipality. Upon retirement, the law mandates 

that the municipality must pay an employee up to ninety days of accumulated sick leave 

at the employees’ current rate of pay. The law also allows the municipality the option of 

adopting policy that would pay for more than ninety days of accumulated sick leave but 

the City of Fort Worth has not opted to pay for sick leave beyond the ninety days as 

prescribed by law.  
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In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the Fort Worth economy took a down turn 

that resulted in cut backs within the fire department. As a result of this down turn, city 

management began to scrutinize departmental budgets and policies in an attempt to 

identify waste and areas where more efficiency could be gained. One glaring issue that 

city management identified as a problem area within the fire department was the 

departments sick leave use and the resulting impact that it had on the departments 

overtime budget (Appendix A). Of particular interest was the apparent trend of retirement 

aged employees towards using all accrued sick leave on the books except for the ninety 

days that are converted to cash in compliance with state law. Sick leave records indicated 

that a growing number of employees were using sick leave down to ninety days 

immediately proceeding retirement. Another associated problem was the apparent trend 

by non-retirement aged employees to use a disproportionate number of sick days on 

weekends and holidays. In an attempt to reduce sick leave use the City of Fort Worth 

established a policy in 1994 that allowed employees the opportunity to sell back vacation 

days annually based on the number of sick leave days used in that particular year 

(Appendix B). This policy reduced sick leave use by fourteen percent but overall use 

remained high. 

 

Up to this point the Fort Worth Fire Departments policy on sick leave use  only 

required an employee to report a non-duty related injury or illness to his or her immediate 

supervisor. The supervisor in return, would report the absence to his or her battalion 

chief. The absent employee would then be replaced by a vacation relief person or an off 

duty firefighter would be hired back at time and a half to cover the vacancy. The sick 
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leave policy did not require documentation of the illness from the employee unless the 

employee had used ninety-six hours or more within that calendar year. If the employee 

was absent for two or more consecutive shifts the supervisor could request that the 

employee provide a doctors release upon returning to duty. However, this  policy was 

very seldom used. According to policy, employees who were using sick leave in excess 

of 240 hours were required to provide a physicians documentation after every doctors 

visit and at least every thirty days. As with other sick leave policies, this policy was not 

being enforced. 

 

Excessive overtime cost, policy limitations and no real effort to enforce the policy 

that was in place has resulted in a critical report (Appendix C) being filed with the City 

Manager by the Director of Human Resources. As a result of this report the fire 

department has been mandated to correct its sick leave problem. As an interim measure, 

in May of 1997, the department revised its sick leave policy tying sick leave use to an 

employee’s ability to be eligible to work overtime (Appendix D).  

 

Correcting the sick leave use pattern within the Fort Worth Fire Department will 

involve a major change in the organizational culture. The intent of this research is to 

determine how the Fort Worth Fire Department compares to other departments in sick 

leave usage and to explore ways of fostering change within the  Fort Worth culture that 

will significantly reduce sick leave usage and the associated problems that come with it. 

This research  is relevant to the Strategic Management of Change course in that it uses 
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the Change Management Model as a guide to implementing change within the Fort 

Worth Fire Department. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 
“A community problem exist when a considerable number of people identify a 

condition that must be changed” (Brody, 1982 pg. 17).  For the fire service community a 

major problem appears to be that of excessive absenteeism. It is a phenomenon that has 

plagued many fire departments for a number of years and continues to plague them today. 

 

 Fire fighting remains one of the most hazardous occupations in the United States 

today.  “During the past 20 years, life expectancy of the firefighter has decreased. The 

number one killer seems to be heart attacks due to stress” (Fellers, 1997 pg. 7). 

According to Sadgrove  “Stress at work accounts for 90 million lost working days in the 

United Kingdom” (Sadgrove, 1996 pg. 183). Firefighters are continuously exposed to 

high stress environments as well as disaster situations. This continuous exposure to 

disaster type events may contribute to sick leave use by firefighters. A study conducted 

by Are Holen indicates that disaster situations can have a dramatic impact “demonstrating 

the lasting effects of catastrophic stress” (Holen, 1990 pg. 84) on those involved. Stress 

can be a major factor in the use of sick leave for those who experience catastrophic 

situations. In referring to the effects of disasters, Holens (1990) study indicates that “the 

mean number of weeks sick leave per year per person was above four times higher for 

survivors” (pg. 84) as compared to those unaffected by the disaster. “Thus, it seems likely 

that the heightened level of General Morbidity in wake of the disaster may be explained 
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by stress reactions rather than by any direct physical damage during the event” (Holen, 

1990).  

 

In addition to the job related stress that firefighters face, “cancer rates among 

firefighters are reported to be 100 to 300 percent higher than any occupation” (Healy, 

1988 pg. 12). This statistic appears to be relevant to Fort Worth’s sick leave problem 

considering the high number of retirement aged employees who have or have had cancer.  

 

Another important factor of sick leave use may be related to shift work that is 

common throughout the fire service. “It is well known that a great percentage of shift 

workers complain of far more health and social problems” (McBride and Westfall, 1992 

pg. 26). The twenty-four hour work shift that is common in the fire service can lead to 

exhaustion, a feeling of isolation from their family and a multitude of other problems for 

the firefighter.  “Common complaints their doctors, counselors, and supervisors hear are 

in the areas of sleep, health, mood, family, financial condition, and general attitude” 

(McBride and Westfall, 1992) In light of this information and due to other demands 

placed on firefighters, it would be reasonable to expect that firefighters would use a high 

percentage of sick leave hours throughout their career.  

 

For whatever the cause, there can be no disputing the fact that absenteeism has a 

major financial impact on most organizations. “Benefits are as important to some 

employees as salary levels, and for good reason” (ICMA, 1994 pg.4). One of the most 

common benefits provided to employees is paid sick leave (ICMA, 1994). According to 
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the Statistical Abstract of the United States, fifty percent of all people employed in the 

US receive paid sick leave (US Department of Commerce, 1996 pg. 431). The excessive 

use or abuse of these benefits though, can create problems for most organizations. “Sick 

leave effects can be devastating to a fire agency (Burkell, 1985 pg. 29). In the United 

States “employee absenteeism is estimated to cost workers (and the economy) $20 billion 

a year in lost pay alone, and cost employers $10 billion a year in sick  pay” (Cascio, 1982 

pg. 45). “ In the public sector, the cost of employee absenteeism is generally passed to tax 

payers” (Sapp and Carter, 1991 pg. 1). The impact of absenteeism on the Fort Worth Fire 

Department and the tax payers of Fort Worth can be easily documented. In 1997, the Fort 

Worth Fire Department overspent its overtime budget by fifty-six percent due largely to 

excessive absenteeism.  

 

Like Fort Worth, many fire departments throughout the United States still wrestle 

with the issue of sick leave abuse and the effect of that abuse on the departments’ budget. 

Under state law, Fort Worth firefighters are entitled to use sick leave " if unable to work 

because of a bona fide illness” (Vernon, 1992 pg.143). Fort Worth’s current sick leave 

policy is intended “to reduce or eliminate the number of sick leave days used for 

occurrences other than physician documented illnesses or injuries” (Fort Worth Fire 

Department, 1998 pg. 1).  However, in research conducted for the National Fire 

Academy, Christopher Haas found “a trend in the number of personnel using greater than 

eighty-five percent  of their accrued sick leave (Hass, 1996 pg. 17). Haas’ study went on 

to find that “ninety percent of the problem was caused by ten percent of the employees” 

(Haas, 1996). Traditionally, the fire service has tolerated excessive sick leave use. Today 
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“ the fire service industry is operating in a world that no longer tolerates tradition at the 

expense of effectiveness” (NFA, 1996 pg. SM 6-3). Because of the trend towards 

improving effectiveness and the experiences of many other departments, a major problem 

for the fire service would appear to be how does an organization create an environment 

where the employee feels that they gain value by not using sick leave.  

 

 “People are the most important resource an organization has” (McNair and 

Leibfried, 1992 pg. 8). The success of most organizations is dependent on achieving buy 

in or ownership with  the organizational goals from the ultimate stake holder, the 

employee. “Studies indicate that worker productivity is linked to the satisfaction of such 

individual concerns” (ICMA, 1994 pg. 290). “ Employers now need to manage the whole 

working environment, not just equipment or the type of work. Better information, good 

training, a fair reward system and a concern for people will minimize the risk of 

absenteeism, ill health and industrial disputes” (Sadgrove, 1996 pg. 184).  “Employers 

seek to influence workers orientations to their task by the allocation and distribution of 

rewards ranging from money to esteem” (Dwyer, 1991 pg. 99). In the study conducted by 

Haas, “results clearly indicated a reduction in the sick leave use by organizations with 

annual monetary incentive programs” (Haas, 1996). Many experts will argue that 

“motivating employees is not only a function of compensation. Recognition for a job well 

done can be an important motivator, and not necessarily an expensive one” (ICMA, 

1994). 
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This research is concerned with finding applicable incentive programs that will 

help reduce Fort Worth’s sick leave usage. The literature review has influenced this 

research by providing relevant background information relating to absenteeism in other 

organizations. As reflected by the information gathered in this literature review, many 

organizations have implemented reward programs to combat the absenteeism problem 

with varying degrees of success. “Such programs are useful for formally acknowledging 

significant accomplishments, especially as they span a long period. Formal rewards can 

lend credibility to more spontaneous, informal rewards used daily by managers in an 

organization” (Nelson, 1994 pg. 159). According to Aitchison “the employer desires to 

establish incentive for employees to use sick leave only when actually ill” (Aitchison, 

1994 pg. 75). Rewards or incentives offered by many fire departments include sick leave 

buy back programs, additional vacation days, perfect attendance awards, and a host of 

other incentives to lower sick leave use. Many of these incentives may have value within 

the Fort Worth Fire Department. The question that still confronts the fire service and in 

particular, the Fort Worth Fire Department, is what combination of reward and 

management policy enforcement will be most successful in reducing sick leave use for 

your particular department?  

 

PROCEDURES 

 

       This research was conducted  in Fort Worth, Texas, a city of approximately 490,000 

people. The Fort Worth Fire department is a paid department currently consisting of 715 

uniformed personnel. The Fire Department has provided paid sick leave for all uniformed 
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employees since 1940. In recent years the department has come under increased pressure 

by the city managers office to reduce its sick leave use along with the associated overtime 

cost of sick leave use. The purpose of this study is to analyze the Fort Worth Fire 

Departments sick leave use history, compare it to the average usage of similar fire 

departments and to identify strategies  that may reduce sick leave usage within the Fort 

Worth Fire Department. 

  

       Research began with  a literature review conducted at the Learning Resource Center 

(LRC) at the National  Emergency Training Center (NETC) in June of 1998. Further 

literature reviews were conducted at the Cleburne Public Library in Cleburne Texas, the 

Fort Worth Public Library in Fort Worth Texas, the City of Fort Worth Resource Center, 

and the Fort Worth Fire Department Resource Center. 

 

       The literature review focused on identifying sick leave related issues in the fire 

service, identifying absentee trends in the US, reviewing incentive programs, and 

determining organizational conditions and norms to evaluate the Fort Worth Fire 

Departments sick leave experience and policies. The literature review examined both fire 

service specific information as well as general information concerning absenteeism. 

 

       An external survey instrument was developed to gather information from other fire 

departments of similar size (Appendix E). The survey questions were based on 

information gathered during the literature review. Information solicited by the survey 
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concerned the size of the department, the existence  of sick leave incentive programs, if 

the program was successful, as well as the departments current sick leave use patterns. 

 

The survey was reviewed by  a group of randomly selected members of the Fort 

Worth Fire Department. After the initial review the survey was revised based on input 

received from the initial review process. After conducting a final review the surveys were 

mailed to all departments listed in the International Association of Fire Chiefs Metro 

Section. One hundred and fifty surveys were mailed, of which one hundred and fifteen 

were returned. The data from the survey was analyzed to determine what  the sick leave 

use norm was for departments of comparable size and whether incentive programs were 

in use that may be effective in reducing sick leave use in Fort Worth. 

 

       Guided by the survey results (Appendix F), information was gathered in September, 

1998 from the City of Fort Worth Budget Office, City of Fort Worth Risk Management 

Department, and the City of Fort Worth Human Resource Department. The purpose of 

this information was to compare the Fort Worth sick leave experience with the 

information gathered through the literature review and from the external survey. 

Information concerning annual budgeted staffing levels, sick leave history, and overtime 

cost was analyzed to determine the effect  of current fire department policy on the 

departments actual sick leave experience. 

 

In October 1998 an internal survey (Appendix G) was developed based on 

information gathered from the external survey. This survey was reviewed by  a group of 
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randomly selected members of the Fort Worth Fire Department. After the initial review 

the survey was revised based on input received from the initial review process. After 

conducting a final review the six hundred surveys were mailed to Fort Worth firefighters 

of which three hundred and thirty-three were returned. Results from the internal survey 

(Appendix H) were compiled and incentive programs were ranked in order of their appeal 

to Fort Worth firefighters. The purpose of this survey was to identify interest in incentive 

programs that are currently in use in other departments throughout the United States that 

may be successful in improving Fort Worth’s sick leave experience. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS 

 

While most fire departments provide paid sick leave for their employees, many do 

not do a good job of tracking sick leave use. This condition limits the amount of accurate 

sick leave data that is available from many departments including Fort Worth. Another 

limitation to this research was the way that some survey questions concerning sick leave 

hours were answered. Some answers requesting sick leave hours were given as sick leave 

days. In converting days to hours, it is assumed in this research that a day is equal to 

twelve hours. Additionally, there appears  to be a limited amount of current literature 

published on the subject of absenteeism in general and even less literature relating 

specifically to the fire service. Literature published  prior to 1990 is used in this research 

and is assumed to be valid. 
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RESULTS 

 

1. What is the current sick leave use experience within the Fort Worth Fire 

Department? 

 

Examination of Fort Worth Fire Department leave reports and payroll documents 

indicate that the department experiences a high rate of sick leave usage.  Firefighters in 

Fort Worth earn 180 hours of sick leave annually. In 1997 the Fort Worth Fire 

Department experienced sick leave use of 62,280 hours representing fifty-one percent of 

all sick leave earned in that year. 

 

SICK LEAVE OCCURENCES BY DAY OF THE WEEK 

October 1996 through September 1997 

 

Fig. 1 
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 As shown in figure 1, sick leave records also indicate that firefighters tend to use a 

greater percentage of sick leave on weekends than on weekdays creating staffing 

problems and overtime demands on weekends (Appendix I).  

 

TABLE 1. 

PRE-RETIREMENT SICK LEAVE USAGE 
OCTOBER 1, 1996 TO PRESENT 

 
 

RETIREE SICK LEAVE USED (MONTHS) 
  

Allcorn 17 
Stapleton 10 
Griffith 11 
Parker 12 
Sipes 7 
Polson 9 
Swaim 20 

Hohstadt 7 
Ridlehoover 19 

Neal 1 
Giddens 6 

Seckinger 2 
Gaines 10 
Corley 23 
Cox 7 

Allison 9 
Terry 10 

Raulston 8 
Williams 6 
Robbins 8 
Hillard 2 
Parker 5 
Nunn 3 
Griffin 5 

Bowers 8 
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In addition to high weekend use, results indicate that a large percentage of retirement 

age employees continue to use sick leave at abnormally high rates. Research indicates 

that employees who retired in 1997 through October of 1998 had used an average of nine 

months sick leave immediately proceeding their retirement (Table 1). 

 

 
TABLE 2. 
 
 
 

FIRE DEPARTMENT SICK LEAVE HOURS COMPARED TO SELL BACK 
 
 
 

YEAR SICK HOURS USED 
  

1990 82,472.43 
1991 75,468.00 
1992 63,403.35 
1993 79,275.25 
1994* 61,976.40 
1995 54,753.00 
1996 54,723.18 
1997 62,280.09 

 
 
*First year of vacation sell back program 

 

Study of sick leave records do indicate however, that the vacation sell back incentive 

program established in 1994 has had a positive effect on reducing the total number of 

sick leave hours used within a given year (Table 2). In 1997 total sick leave usage had 

been reduced by fourteen percent compared to usage prior to the implementation of this 

program. In addition to reducing the number of sick hours that are used in a given year, 

the vacation sell back also reduced the number of vacation days that were available to an 
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employee to use as leave days. By allowing employees to convert vacation days to cash, 

total leave usage is reduced.  

 

Fig.2 

 

Additionally, the interim revision in the departments sick leave policy allowing 

overtime opportunities based on limited sick leave use has resulted in moderate success 

in reducing overall leave use (Fig. 2).   
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2. How does Fort Worth’s usage compare with similar departments? 

 

An external survey of the IAFC Metro Section Fire Departments (Appendix E) was 

conducted to compare departments of similar size to the Fort Worth Fire Department. The 

survey results (Appendix F) indicated that one hundred percent of all surveyed cities 

provide paid sick leave for their employees. On average employees earn two hundred and 

eight hours of sick leave per year as compared to one hundred and eighty sick leave hours 

earned by Fort Worth’s employees. Survey results also indicate that ninety-five percent 

of all surveyed cities allow accumulation of sick leave hours from year to year as does 

Fort Worth.  

 

A comparison was made of sick leave experience comparing sick leave earned in a 

given year to the actual amount of sick leave used in that same year. Responses for this 

survey question were broken down into five separate ranges; sick leave use of twenty-

five percent or less, use of twenty-six to fifty percent, use of fifty-one to seventy-five 

percent, use of over seventy-five percent, and those that were undetermined. Results 

indicated that twenty-four percent of all respondents used twenty-five percent or less of 

their annual accumulated sick leave. Twenty two percent of all respondents used between 

twenty-six and fifty percent while eighteen percent used fifty-one percent to seventy-five 

percent of their annual sick leave accumulation. Only four percent of all respondents 

indicated that employees used over seventy-five percent of their annual sick leave 

accumulation. Thirty-two percent of all respondents were unable to determine their sick 

leave experience. As compared to the survey respondents, Fort Worth’s sick leave usage 
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was fifty-one percent of annual accumulation placing them in the upper twenty-one 

percent of surveyed cities based on usage. 

 

According to survey results forty-three percent of all respondents indicated that their 

department provided an incentive program to reduce sick leave usage. Fort Worth 

however, provides no incentive program. Eighty-four percent of all departments indicated 

that unused sick leave could be converted to cash through a sick leave sell back program. 

Many of the respondents that provide sick leave sell back programs indicated that there 

were limits or restrictions on the amount of time that could be sold back. Of those 

departments with sick leave sell back programs fourteen percent sold back on an annual 

basis, fifty-seven percent were allowed to sell back only upon retirement while twenty-

nine percent could do both. Fort Worth employees can  sell back up to one thousand and 

eighty hours of unused sick leave only upon retirement as allowed by state law.  

 

Of those departments that had an incentive program, sixteen percent indicated that 

sick leave usage was reduced by twenty-five percent or less. Twenty-two percent of those 

with incentive programs indicated that sick leave usage was reduced between twenty-six 

and fifty percent while sixty-two percent of the respondents could not determine 

effectiveness of their program. No department with a sick leave incentive program 

indicated resistance to the implementation of their program. 

 

3. What strategies are employed by other departments to reduce sick leave usage? 
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The external survey results indicated a variety of incentive programs that are 

employed by fire departments to reduce sick leave usage. Incentive programs identified 

include converting sick leave to vacation days to reward perfect attendance, converting 

sick leave to cash that is placed in the employees deferred comp plan, using accrued sick 

leave to reach retirement eligibility, using accrued sick leave as years of service to 

enhance pension benefits upon retirement, converting a limited number of sick days to 

cash each year, and selling back all or part of accrued sick leave upon retirement.  

 

4. What strategies could be employed to reduce sick leave use within the Fort 

Worth Fire Department? 

 

Based on the external survey of the IAFC Metro Section Fire Departments, an 

internal survey of Fort Worth Fire Department employees (Appendix G) was 

conducted to determine the level of interest in the incentive programs that were being 

used by similar cities. Three hundred and thirty-three surveys were returned out of six 

hundred that were distributed. Results from this survey (Appendix H) indicated that 

thirty-eight percent of all respondents rated using accrued sick leave to reach 

retirement eligibility as most favorable. Twenty-three percent rated selling back up to 

fifty percent of all sick leave upon retirement as most favorable. Nine percent of all 

respondents rated converting two shifts of sick leave to cash each year as most 

favorable while four percent rated sick leave converted to cash for a deferred comp 

plan as most favorable. Thirteen percent of all respondents rated converting two shifts 
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of sick leave to vacation each year as most favorable. The remaining thirteen percent 

of respondents were not interested in any of the options. 

 

Of all of the options presented it appears that using accrued sick leave to reach 

retirement and selling up to fifty percent of all sick leave upon retirement hold the 

most promise of being successful in reducing sick leave usage in Fort Worth.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

“A community problem exist when a considerable number of people identify a 

condition that must be changed” (Brody, 1982 pg. 17).  For the Fort Worth fire 

service community that community problem stems from the effects of excessive sick 

leave usage upon the fire departments overtime budget. For several years the City 

Manager’s office and the Fire Chief have recognized this problem but resolving the 

problem has not been an easy task.  

“Sick leave effects can be devastating to a fire agency (Burkell, 1985 pg. 29). 

Research indicated that the city of Fort Worth spent over 1.1 million dollars on 

overtime in 1997 to provide staffing in the operations division alone. This resulted in 

overtime expenditures exceeding the overtime budget for that division by over one 

hundred and eight thousand dollars. Study of fire department records indicated that 

sick leave usage was a major factor in overtime expenditures for that year. “ In the 

public sector, the cost of employee absenteeism is generally passed to tax payers” 

(Sapp and Carter, 1991 pg. 1). As indicated by this research, sick leave usage 
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continues to burden the fire departments overtime budget and ultimately the taxpayers 

of Fort Worth. 

 

Resolving the absenteeism problem in Fort Worth has not been a simple matter. 

As indicated by comments on the internal survey, firefighters generally believe that 

sick leave is a benefit that they have earned and that they should be allowed to use as 

they choose. Benefits, including sick leave, are important to Fort Worth firefighters. 

“Benefits are as important to some employees as salary levels, and for good reason” 

(ICMA, 1994 pg.4). One of the most common benefits provided to employees is paid 

sick leave (ICMA, 1994). According to the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 

fifty percent of all people employed in the US receive paid sick leave (US 

Department of Commerce, 1996 pg. 431). Research supports the idea that benefits are 

important for the Fort Worth Fire Department as well as the fire service in general. 

One hundred percent of all external survey respondents indicated that their 

department provided paid sick leave for their employees. Results of the external 

survey conducted during this research also indicated that forty-three percent of all 

respondents had established incentive programs to reduce sick leave usage. This data 

further supports the idea that sick leave usage can have a negative effect on 

departmental budgets and that finding ways to reduce excessive leave is a concern for 

many fire service managers.  

 

Incentive programs can have a positive effect on sick leave usage. Eighty one 

percent of those departments with an incentive program indicated that their program 
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was successful in reducing sick leave usage. Additionally, research indicated that Fort 

Worth’s vacation sell back program has been successful in reducing sick leave usage 

within the department as well as the policy change of linking overtime opportunities 

to sick leave usage. Additionally, eighty seven percent of the internal survey 

respondents in this study indicated an interest in an incentive program.  

Based on this information, it would seem probable that a sick leave incentive program 

would be effective in reducing sick leave usage in the Fort Worth Fire Department.  

 

Other studies have suggested that incentive programs can be successful. In the 

study conducted by Haas, “results clearly indicated a reduction in the sick leave use 

by organizations with annual monetary incentive programs” (Haas, 1996). For Fort 

Worth, it appears that implementation of a successful incentive program could have a 

positive impact upon on the organizations budget as well as the morale of the 

departments personnel.  

 

“People are the most important resource an organization has” (McNair and 

Leibfried, 1992 pg. 8). The Fort Worth Fire Department expends a considerable 

amount of resources on training and equipping its personnel to safely and efficiently 

perform their duties. These duties can not be efficiently carried out if employees are 

absent from work. It makes sense organizationally that a municipality would receive 

greater benefit from its investment in personnel if sick leave use could be reduced. 

This research indicates that many departments throughout the US are taking 

progressive steps to reduce sick leave usage by implementing incentive programs.  
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Not every incentive program has been successful but this study indicates that a 

majority of the programs implemented are.  

 

“The fire service industry is operating in a world that no longer tolerates tradition 

at the expense of effectiveness” (NFA, 1996 pg. SM 6-3). Our tradition of high 

absenteeism must be changed to reflect the expectations of our customers, the 

taxpayers. Bringing excessive sick leave usage under control would be a major step in 

accomplishing that goal. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Historically the Fort Worth Fire Departments has experienced high sick leave 

usage and the associated problems that accompany its use. Like Fort Worth though, many 

fire departments throughout the United States have or have had similar experiences. 

Research has shown that even though excessive sick leave use is not uncommon in the 

fire service, strategies do exist that can reduce its use. Based on the information gathered 

through this study the following recommendations should be pursued by the Fort Worth 

Fire Department. 

 

1. The most pressing concern for Fort Worth is the use it or lose it mentality that has 

become part of the organizational culture. This is especially true for retirement age 

employees. In an effort to change that culture by adding value to accrued sick leave, a 
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joint labor/management committee should be formed to explore incentive programs 

that are mutually beneficial to the employee and the department.  

2. Research indicated that Fort Worth was negligent in its monitoring and enforcement 

of its written sick leave policy. It is recommended that the department create written 

policies that clearly define responsibilities and assign accountability for managing 

sick leave use within the department. Mechanisms should be included in the policy 

that requires continuous monitoring and review. 

3. One of the difficulties in managing a leave program in Fort Worth has been the lack 

of accurate and timely records. It is recommended that Fort Worth implement a leave 

tracking system that provides for accurate and timely information to be used by 

managers to monitor leave usage. 
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